Introduction
The presence and, above all, the development of hospitality companies in today's market is dependent on careful observation and fast analysis of both local and global phenomena. The main forces of transformation in the hotel services market include competition, constant change in customer requirements, rapid development of information technology and, in the broad sense, innovation.
A company's ability to adapt to and shape these changing conditions [1] determines its competitiveness. The concept of achieving and maintaining a company's competitiveness is a general way of dealing with competition both in the short and long term. Company competitiveness is also seen as a process in which market participants, while pursuing their interests, try to introduce more competitive prices, better quality or other characteristics affecting decisions to enter into transactions [2] .
Methods and management concepts have a special place among the factors determining the competitiveness of hospitality companies. They determine not only the pace and direction of the development of service companies, but also greatly affect their competitive position. They help some companies to achieve market leadership while enabling others to provide improvements and maintain their competitive position [3] . Modern management methods are usually transferred in full from countries with higher levels of economic development where they have been developed and used successfully [4] . Therefore, the ability to rapidly implement an effective method is a test for a well-run company, and proves its ability to develop, while also determining its competitive advantage.
The most widely accepted definition is that competitive advantage is the superior positioning of a company in relation to its competitors. This means that the company is more efficient than its competitors, which allows it to better meet the expectations of investors, managers and employees [4] . As a result, "the essence of competitive advantage is the fact that the company is doing something better and thus achieves better results" [6] . Competitive advantage is also the ability to continually add value that is recognized by company customers. It has a variety of sources and is influenced by various factors. In small companies competitive advantage can be built by drawing attention to four main sources. These are: focusing on the client, paying attention to quality, focusing on innovation and providing reliable service [7] . These advantages are rooted in effective marketing, staff training, the choice of suppliers and the efficiency of distribution channels, changes in management style and the formation of a new organizational culture, as well as research and development processes, innovation growth and modernization of production [7] . Competitive advantage is achieved by developing new resources, changing the quality or configuration of existing resources and establishing new methods of presentation and utilization [1] .
Also, the effectiveness of a hospitality company's economic activities depends increasingly on its competitive strategy, which is based on in-depth analysis of factors that are key sources of competitive advantage [1] .
The traditional Porter's model developed in the early eighties distinguished two main competitive advantages [8] :
» low-cost advantage, which is the basis of cost leadership strategy, » differentiation (standing out) advantage, which is the ba-ganization, regardless of whether it applies to a product or service. To ensure professionalism, a company's activities must extend beyond the traditional functioning of the various departments to ensure proper communication of market needs and technological potential [13] .
Furthermore, Karlof, who equates competitive advantage with strategic advantage, believes that long-term survival and expansion of activities indeed depend on intensive and continuous learning. The desire to acquire new knowledge is an essential contribution to the permanent renewal of competitive advantage [14] . However, in the literature the view is becoming increasingly common that a systematic combination of many competitive advantages (so-called superiority complex or combined) determines the success of the company, and that partial competitive advantage is only an extreme case of the general model [15] . Success in the market and thus the competitive position is contingent upon a number of factors. The ability to continually learn, acquire new knowledge and respond quickly to change play a particularly prominent role. For, what was recognized as a key factor for the success of a company in a particular area yesterday is out-of-date today, and the winner is the one who can adjust to these changes the fastest.
The purpose of this article is to show how different management methods and concepts contribute to the process of building competitive advantage in hospitality companies. The scope is limited to those methods that are the most widely accepted, taking into account in which areas of hotel activities they are used.
Material and methods
The study was conducted from January 2011 to January 2012 and included all three-and four-star hotels in the Rzeszów area -a total of 13 hotels (tab. 1). Several factors influenced the choice of the abovementioned hotel types. First of all, they were 1 the only hotels with a high standard of services in Rzeszów . In addition, their organizational structure and the variety of services they provide suggested that their management practices would feature management concepts and methods aimed at improving their functioning. The basic tool used in the study was a questionnaire containing 24 questions. It was divided into two main sections:
1. Section one -with questions on how the hotel is organized and what services it provides, 2. Section two -mainly concerned with the hotel's management methods and concepts and all related aspects. One important aspect of the second part of the questionnaire was a question concerning the sources of information used by respondents, in order to improve knowledge of management methods and concepts. The options included: training outside the company, internal training, conferences, contacts with experts and specialists, knowledge from specialist articles, books and publications, and the media. The choice of scale in the assessment of the effectiveness of the sources of knowledge was the following: 0 -not used, 1 -ineffective, 2 -slightly effective, 3 -effective, 4 -very effective, 5 -ideally effective. Simple, standardized interviews with selected hotel directors or general managers also helped to complete and refine the questionnaire. sis of differentiation strategy. However, all companies wishing to stand out in quality must take into account the increase in costs, which means higher prices, which in turn reduces the number of customers. That is why most companies choose to focus on the strategy of limiting their activities to the so-called market niches. It is worth mentioning that, according to Porter, choosing one of the ways to compete in the sector automatically excludes the other, since he considered these advantages mutually exclusive [8] . Subsequent business experience has shown that this assumption was wrong.
Pieroecionek presents a slightly wider perception of the problem of competitive advantages [9] . In addition to the already mentioned quality, cost and time advantages, he lists advantages resulting from: a dominant position on the market, a high level of diversification and a high degree of co-operation with selected competitors. The concepts developed by Kay, Hamel and Prahalad deserve special attention among other concepts of the sources of competitive advantage.
According to Kay, a company's distinctive business capabilities are the source of its competitive advantage [10] . A company is successful only when it recognizes its abilities correctly and chooses the most suitable market. For him the main sources of competitive advantage are architecture, reputation, innovation and strategic resources. Innovation can apply to a product or technology or to systems of organization and management. With regard to originality, he distinguished original innovation and imitation. The former is a source of long-term competitive advantage, whereas the latter can produce an unstable advantage.
The second concept of the sources of competitive advantage, developed by Hamel and Prahalad, draws attention to the role of innovation. The authors of the concept argue that the primary source of a company's competitive advantage is its ability to create innovations resulting from its core competencies. Core competences are a set of skills, knowledge and technology that deliver added value to the customer, ensure uniqueness, and make it possible to introduce a range of new products. Core competences can and should be created. This requires a vision of market developments and active participation in both the transformation of the industry and the process of competition for new resources and skills [10] .
The stability of the company's competitive position is based on the sustainability of the created or achieved advantage. If this advantage is not permanent and cannot be defended, the company's competitive position will be unstable. The problem of defending the achieved advantage is associated with many factors [11] .
Hamel and Prahalad suggest that the sustainability of competitive advantage is largely determined by three factors [12] :
» the extent to which the offered values comply with the structure of buyers' preferences, » the difficulty with which competitors acquire the resources and skills that enable the company to have competitive advantage, » the sustainability of resources and skills over time, and their relevance to the development of new product-market configurations. A similar view is presented by Carr, Hard and Trahant, who admittedly acknowledge that the main factors which determine the competitiveness of a company are the product and its quality, while nevertheless asserting that in developing long-term strategies building professionalism is much more important. They define professionalism as the collective learning of an or-
The methods and concepts used in modern management -characteristics
The functioning of an organization that provides hotel services in a competitive environment depends on its continuous development and the improvement of its market position by making changes.
The dynamics of the change in factors in the development of the modern hospitality market result in a constant search for new methods and management concepts that serve to distinguish the organization and its services on the market, thereby leading to competitive advantage [16] . New concepts and methods in company management emerge constantly which provide market participants with a range of solutions and ideas to effectively improve their functioning by increasing the competitiveness and profitability of the organization and by improving employee and customer satisfaction.
Opportunities to improve the management result from the availability of a large number of concepts and methods to assist in this process. The applicability of these concepts to increasingly complex problems, and above all positive experiences 2 with their implementation show that the use of modern, innovative methods has become a necessity. While these methods are continually being enriched, there are also new ones which include different areas of company activities or which have a cross-cutting nature.
The choice of a variety of methods and knowledge of the company and its weaknesses enable improvements to be rapidly introduced in the required area. Competitive advantages are sought in many different company areas, such as [21] :
» in marketing -the most modern and appropriate methods are selected here to allow commercialization of new products (services), shaping distribution channels and customer relationships, » in production -the use of methods supporting work related to the startup of new production, production control and the production process, » in logistics -shaping the supply chain, creating systems for customer service logistics by implementing modern information systems to facilitate cooperation and communication with both customers and suppliers, » in research and development -methods and concepts supporting preparatory work and development, » in human resource management -the use of methods which ensure proper selection of employees, their development, the development of career paths, motivation, evaluation, etc. The activities are focused primarily on the mobilization of workers, because they are one of the most important strategic resources of service companies. Therefore, it is important to select methods and management concepts appropriate to the needs of a company and then to properly carry out the process of their implementation. Skillfully developed and consistently implemented methods, contribute to competitive advantage and ultimately sustain, in the long term, a competitive position which is difficult to imitate. The most frequently mentioned management methods and concepts include reengineering, internal competition and the development of quality, outsourcing, benchmarking, knowledgebased organization (knowledge management), lean management, kaizen, time and hoshin based management and Six Sigma. The scope of this article is limited to those which have been used by the surveyed hotel managers.
1. Outsourcing -(outside-resource-using) is defined as "a project involving the contracting out of an organizational company's functions to a third-party" [22] . The concept of outsourcing also involves the creation of a new model for services. It is believed that a company can dispense with services that are not critical and may be provided by other specialist companies [17] . In the concept of outsourcing, costs play a key role, especially with regard to their reduction. Hence, it is suggested that outsourcing be used with caution in relation to primarily simple services and be integrated only slightly into the core activity of the company. 2. Knowledge-based organization (knowledge management) -knowledge and information is and will be important factors for company competitiveness, and skillful management of knowledge is a tool for opening up new horizons for companies. Guldenberg and Eschenbach distinguish two aspects of an organization that are based on knowledge: institutional and functional. In the institutional sense, such an organization is a social system with a structure of communication and information that allows interaction between its participants. Functional organization, based on knowledge, is treated as a concept that is the basis for all management concepts aimed at making decisions, solving problems, and initiating change [17] . However, knowledge-based organization, understood as a management concept, is based on a totality of expertise which is shared by its individual contributors -knowledge that is constantly enriched and developed, then "shared" with the company [17] . 3. Benchmarking -Spendolini, one of the leading inventors of benchmarking, defines it as a continuous, systematic process for testing products, services and processes occurring within a company which are recognized as representing best practices, in order to promote the company's achievements [23, 24] . Among those who define benchmarking slightly different are Sherman and Zhu, who believe that it is a method for improving the functioning of the company by increasing its income, improving quality and reducing operating costs [25] . The essence of benchmarking is captured by the Japanese word dantotsu. It means an earnest desire to be the best of the best, an active process designed to achieve the best performance by changing individual operations [26] . 4. Internal competition and the development of qualitythe definition and the aim of this concept is to increase employee productivity. The employee who is the most productive wins the competition and is awarded a pay raise and promotion. Employee performance is evaluated on the basis of established criteria [17] . 5. Reengineering is a fundamental rethinking and radical redesign of business processes, leading to groundbreaking improvements in performance in such areas as cost, quality, service and speed [24] . At the heart of reengineering is the assumption that we should break up the functioning of the modern enterprise system, currently based on task orientation, in favor of an organizational approach that views an organization as a multitude of business processes which create value [27] . It is quite often identified with the word "downsizing" (reduction), as it is mainly associated with a reduction in employment and the desire to reduce costs. This method is difficult to accept mainly because the whole company has to change at the same time. It destroys the existing organizational order, position system and roles. As the experience of companies which have benefited from reengineering shows, the main problem is not to develop innovative processes, but to change the mentality of workers [22] .
Management methods and concepts in hospitality companies -results and conclusions of the study
The research conducted among the directors or managers of the aforementioned hotels in Rzeszów showed that for the majority -9 -the management methods and concepts contributed to achieving competitive advantage. This result was not confirmed by 4 managers.
The results, however, did not confirm that these hospitality companies used management methods and concepts to the ex-3 tent and within the scope shown by studies on the use of various management methods carried out systematically by Bain & Company in various companies throughout the world [28] . Above all, there is a noticeable lack of technical knowledge among managers, coupled with a tendency to misinterpret the 4 management methods and concepts they use, which might seem to be among those most commonly reported in the literature. Figure 1 below shows the methods and concepts which were and are used and tested most often by hospitality companies in the process of building competitive advantage.
An organizational approach based on knowledge (knowledge management) is the most popular approach among hoteliers, being used by eight of the surveyed hotels. Their managers and directors often stress the fact that workers who are always willing to learn and are open to change are a major source of potential for their companies. Therefore, management gives employees the opportunity to improve and update their knowledge using different sources. According to the survey, training outside the company is seen as a very effective means of gaining and expanding knowledge on modern methods and concepts of management -24 points. The following also appear effective: inhouse training -17 points, scientific knowledge (books and publications) -13 points, and the media -10 points.
Another feature of knowledge-based organization is its ability to capitalize on experience resulting from numerous contacts with customers, suppliers and the local community to create new knowledge. Contacts with competitors also lead to valuable knowledge, and this advantage was appreciated by three of the eight managers who use this concept. They emphasize almost unanimously that the concept applies to all activities of a hospitality company, and is equally implemented in all of the hotels, but mainly in those areas or departments whose employees are responsible for direct contact with customers. The difference is more frequent employee "refresher training" in customer service and the ability to speak foreign languages. An important feature of knowledge-based organization which draws the attention of the managers in the surveyed hotels is broad-based collaboration with the client, which provides knowledge of them and their needs, while also fostering faster and more efficient work.
Outsourcing, chosen by 7 hoteliers, came in second among the management methods and concepts most widely used in the process of building competitive advantage. It is the management method that has probably been the most popular in Poland in recent years, and its use in the surveyed hotels was, for many rea-5 sons, unjustified and puzzling .
Studies have shown that in three-and four-star hotels in Rzeszów outsourcing is most often used in relation to laundry services, cleaning services, maintenance services, cultural-entertainment services and transport. Occasionally, however, outsourcing is used for marketing (advertising) and services related to translation and simultaneous interpretation equipment (only in 2 hotels). It is also worth mentioning that outsourcing is used for food service, including confectionery (one hotel).
Benchmarking was ranked third. The results of the study show that it was or is used by 5 three-and four-star hotels in Rzeszów. This method was introduced in order to improve quality, reduce costs and increase customer satisfaction. Improved financial performance and increased competitive advantage were equally important arguments for implementing this creative innovation.
When choosing who to task with introducing and implementing this method, the employee's experience and knowledge mattered, as did their position in the company. The study also confirms existing practices relating to the selection of a partner in the process of benchmarking. External, or "competitive", benchmarking is especially popular among "the hoteliers". The comparison focuses on hotels of the same or higher category located in the region. However, the subject criterion concerning the hotel being compared indicates the use of benchmarking processes (planning, complaints, management and organization) and results (quality of consumer service, the rate of flow of documents).
Despite the surprising focus on adapting innovations only in the hospitality industry, the surveyed hoteliers said they use benchmarking only occasionally or when necessary. Benchmarking is used regularly and is part of the management process in only one of the five hotels surveyed. Three hotel managers do not inform employees about planned activities relating to the introduction of benchmarking, nor do they acquaint them with the method or involve them in its implementation.
Internal competition and the development of quality is another concept used by hotel managers in Rzeszów. Fixed requirements and transparent promotion rules are some of the features specified by the managers and directors. Several emphasize that they consistently adhere to them, which motivates their employees to be more productive and thus enhances competition, which in turn increases the quality of employees' work. Staff assessment "takes place on a regular basis" but, as the managers note, this approach has a drawback due to the number of managerial positions, which depends on the organizational structure of the hotel and the type and quantity of services the hotel provides.
Reengineering is a concept rarely used by hoteliers in the process of building competitive advantage. The analysis of the survey reveals that this concept is used in practice only when the entire company is transformed as a result of changes in management, organizational restructuring and expansion of the hotel as well as diversification of its services.
Most decisions on the selection of the above management methods or concepts result from a desire to improve the current level of quality of hotel services and to increase revenue. Nevertheless, many directors stress that the use of modern management methods and concepts by hospitality companies is quite justified and understandable and also largely results from changes in international competition. Unfortunately, the regularity and effectiveness of the methods and concepts are limited to a large extent by lack of knowledge, and as a result, lack of experience in their implementation. The fear of high costs and skepticism towards what is new and innovative are further arguments mentioned by the management staff.
Conclusions
Increased competition is a direct result of participation in the common market and requires hospitality companies to take action and implement strategies to improve and sustain competitive advantage [29] .
There are many factors that determine a company's ability to build its competitive advantage and thus implement an effective strategy. One of them is certainly the choice of appropriate management methods or concepts, preceded by an in-depth analysis of company and market trends. It is a difficult decision because modern concepts and methods have a wide, multi-sectional nature and require management to possess interdisciplinary knowledge.
However, the mere decision to introduce a method or concept does not guarantee a hospitality company success and a stable market position. The expected changes and improvements are possible only if the selected method is properly and consistently applied in the required areas or processes.
The research presented in this paper shows that managers of hospitality companies significantly lack technical knowledge of emerging "market" management methods and concepts. This in turn results in their being misinterpreted, and thus applied incorrectly or cancelled completely. In the longer term, this results in a lack of expected results, which ultimately discourages managers from applying the management methods or concepts.
Therefore, special attention should be given to actively involving all employees in the process of improvement and development. More emphasis should be placed on training concerning management methods and concepts and on the importance of internal communication. Systematic employee involvement should convince all employees of the need to constantly monitor the processes and to improve them. This, in turn, should enable all employees to instill a philosophy of constant change.
It should also be noted that new management methods and concepts should not be implemented occasionally. A chain of concrete activities should be implemented by any hospitality company that wants to stay in the market. No hotel will be able to secure a stable competitive position if its advantage, with management methods and concepts as its basis, is not based on a permanent factor or influenced by the changing environment.
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